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Changing the Game: 
The role of social media in overcoming old media’s attention deficit towards women’s sport 
Social media is now an integral part of a modern sports broadcast, which combines old and new 
media into a redefined and multidimensional experience for fans. The popularity of social media 
has particular implications for professional women’s sport due to this convergence, and may be 
utilised by organisations to address some of the issues women’s sport faces from a lack of 
traditional broadcast coverage. This article discusses Twitter activity surrounding the ANZ 
Championship netball competition and analyses the way in which social media can help to 
transcend the structural challenges that ‘old’ media has placed on professional women’s sport. 
  The struggles that professional women’s sport faces – in terms of the lack of coverage 
and attention by mainstream media – is perhaps nowhere better represented than the lead-up to the 
2013 ANZ Championship netball season. Netball in Australia (a ball sport similar to basketball and 
primarily played by women), has the second highest participation rate for an organised team sport (for 
both men and women), falling just behind outdoor soccer (ABS, 2012). The total participation rates 
for netball during 2011-2012 were 630,900 for females and 42,100 for males. As a total (673,000),  
this is higher than a number of other popular sports (that receive greater levels mainstream coverage 
in Australia), such as Australian Rules Football (468,000), Cricket (411,900), Rugby League 
(214,000) and Rugby Union (159,900)  (ABS, 2012). The ANZ Championship premier competition 
has been in existence since 2008 and features five teams from both Australia and New Zealand. 
Despite this, less than one week before the opening match of 2013, there was yet to be an 
announcement of the Australian broadcast arrangements for the competition. At the end of the 2012 
season, Network Ten (one of the major free-to-air television networks in Australia) had not renewed 
their contract, and ever since then, fans had been waiting (often venting their frustration through 
social media) to learn the broadcast future of the sport. The ANZ Championship was constantly 
announcing to fans, through its Facebook and Twitter accounts, that an announcement would be made 
“next week” or “tomorrow” but there was no announcement made until March 20, just three days 
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before the opening game of the season. Networks appeared reluctant to take on the ANZ 
Championship after Network Ten told Netball Australia that they did not view netball as a “premium 
and significant sport” (Halloran, 2013, p. 1). It is an unfortunate reality for women’s sport in Australia 
(and around the world) when a premier sporting competition struggles to find a broadcast partner.  
Though this situation highlights some of the difficulties faced by women’s sport, there was a positive 
conclusion, as an Australian broadcast agreement was reached with Fox Sports (subscription/pay 
television) and SBS (free-to-air television). Under this agreement, every game is shown live on Fox 
Sports, with one ‘game of the round’ each week shown on SBS. New Zealand was not affected by this 
problem as they have had a solid broadcast partnership with Sky Sport, showing every game live, 
since the inception of the competition. 
  The lack of television coverage for female sports in Australia is further evidenced in a 
report published by the Australian Sports Commission, finding that “female sport and male sport 
receive starkly disproportionate amounts of coverage on Australian television, despite the ongoing 
successes and strong participation levels of women in sport” (2009, p. v). It is a similar situation in 
radio and print media, with women’s sport receiving only 9% of all sports coverage in print, radio and 
television media combined (ASC, 2009, p. 76). While this situation is obviously very unfortunate, this 
paper does not attempt to assess the reasons why women’s sport is marginalised in this way (as 
previous research has already explored – ASC, 2009; Boyle & Haynes, 2009; Bruce, 2008; Caple, 
Greenwood & Lumby, 2011), but instead seeks to address the problem in a new way.  Specifically, 
this study seeks to discover how sports communities can utilise social media to engage fans and 
promote professional women’s sport, and if this can, in some way, counteract the lack of coverage of 
women’s sport in Australian media. To answer this question, a case study of Twitter and the ANZ 
Championship netball competition has been used, which will identify how social media is currently 
being used surrounding a women’s sporting competition. The assumption/contention here is that if 
social media use is widespread in a digital sports community, it may provide more incentive for 
traditional media outlets to endorse and promote these sports.  
  This paper highlights the mutual relationship between ‘old’ broadcast media and the 
‘new’ platform of social media, but most importantly, examines the positive in fluence this 
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convergence has on a group largely overlooked by traditional media. The emergence of new media, in 
a field that has been dominated by broadcast, has transformed the consumption of sport into a more 
complex and participatory experience, and this new environment can potentially transcend some of 
the existing structural restraints of old media. Social media contains this potential, as these platforms 
foster online communication between passionate sports fans and provide a place for sport 
organisations to promote their competition and teams, without relying solely on broadcast coverage.  
Key information about the 2013 ANZ Championship season 
Teams (base city) 
Australia: Queensland (QLD) Firebirds (Brisbane), Adelaide Thunderbirds (Adelaide), 
West Coast Fever (Perth), New South Wales (NSW) Swifts (Sydney) and 
Melbourne Vixens (Melbourne) 
New Zealand: Southern Steel (Invercargill), Northern Mystics (Auckland), Central Pulse 
(Wellington), Waikato/Bay of Plenty (WBOP) Magic (Hamilton) and 
Mainland Tactix (Christchurch) 
2013 Final Positions   Team Twitter Handle  Followers (at Aug 23, 2013) 
1. Adelaide Thunderbirds  @ AdelaideTBirds  4,240 
2. QLD Firebirds   @TheFirebirds   4,575 
3. Melbourne Vixens   @MelbourneVixens  8,549 
4. WBOP Magic    @MagicNetball   371 
5. Central Pulse   @HaierPulse   1,265 
6. Southern Steel   @SteelNetball   1,285 
7. West Coast Fever  @WestCoastFever  3,052 
8. NSW Swifts   @theNSWSwifts  3,121 
9. Mainland Tactix  @TactixNetball   1,167 
10.  Northern Mystics   @northernmystics  2,690 
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A new era of sport broadcast 
  The rise of social media and its popularity has come from a broader shift in the media 
landscape; traditional media has been supplemented with new media platforms, and the two have 
integrated to provide a more complex and involving media experience. Both Bruns (2008) and Shirky 
(1999) put forward that previous, and relatively inflexible, production and distribution structures are 
in the process of change, resulting in the empowerment of consumers to do more than just consume.  
Bruns’ theory of ‘produsage’ details the rejection of traditional models of mass media, and states that 
consumers are becoming “active users and participants in the creation as well as the usage of media 
and culture” (Bruns, 2008, p. 16). Spurgeon agrees that there has been a shift which she describes as 
“from mass communication to mass conversation” (2009, p. 143). This change has occurred because 
of the collective adoption of internet and mobile phone technologies (approximately 83% of 
Australia’s population are now accessing the internet (ABS, 2014)), promoting the convergent use of 
media through two or more screens. Convergence culture is another term that is used to explain this 
new media phenomenon, where traditional media has not simply been replaced by new media, but is 
combining in new, unexpected and intricate ways (Jenkins, 2006, p. 4). While traditional media is still 
relevant in this new era, ‘consumers’ (for lack of a better word) are now able to be actively involved 
in the media; forming opinions, producing content and ‘talking back’ in a conversation rather than 
simply being told.  
   Fan groups of particular television programs and sports teams have long been 
perceived as dedicated and enthusiastic consumers of sports media, as well as “active producers and 
manipulators of meaning” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 23). Fans have always had the desire to engage with 
media they identify with, developing their media consumption into a complex participatory culture 
due to the social contributions of users within the fan community (Jenkins, 1992, p. 23). Sports fans 
have always demonstrated “intense collective passion” (Hutchins & Rowe, 2012, p. 101), and now 
these values can be transferred to a participatory environment on the internet. Communities of fans 
and sports enthusiasts are able to form with relative ease and efficiency compared to the pre-network 
age (Bruns, 2008, p. 260), with digital technologies acting as the “communicative bridge that links 
crowds and the sport they follow” (Hutchins & Rowe, 2012, p. 101). Similarly, as the internet offers 
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more individualised content than television, fans of specialised and specific sports, which may have 
been overlooked by other media outlets, can direct their enthusiasm to fan bases which are catered for 
online. For these overlooked interest and sports groups, this creates a particularly potent sense of 
coherence and community on the internet (Crawford, 2004, p. 143). 
  Convergences in the media landscape have led to the rise of a transmedia sport 
experience. Building upon the concepts of transmedia storytelling (Jenkins, 2006) and paratexts 
(Gray, 2010), transmedia sport involves fans seeking out different content via multiple platforms and 
creating an experience that would not be achievable through the use of one platform alone (Hutchins 
& Rowe, 2012). Transmedia content plays a significant role in how an audience member will 
understand, react to or participate with a central text, and can be created either by audience members 
themselves or members of the industry (Gray, 2010, p. 23). In this environment, a live sports 
broadcast on television has not been outdated, but “repositioned and redefined by its relationship to 
the internet, web and mobile media” (Lotz, 2007, p. 6). The perishable nature of a professional 
sporting event, combined with a passionate fan base and the unscripted emotional thrills that come 
with watching such an event, means that fans expect, and demand, to watch the excitement of the 
event as it unfolds. Therefore, websites, online content and social media are acting as ‘second screens’ 
to the primary broadcast via television, and are being used simultaneously by fans (Hutchins & Rowe, 
2012, p. 4). The key to the future of sport media is the relationship between these screens (Hutchins & 
Rowe, 2012, p. 76), and this research analyses the connection between social media and television, 
and the complex transmedia sport experience this allows for fans. 
  Social media provides a live experience and social atmosphere for fans to discuss 
sport online, and has risen in popularity to become an interdependent part of a transmedia sport 
experience; “connecting live audiences in an unprecedented way” (Harrington, Highfield & Bruns, 
2012, p. 14). Bruns (2008, p. 32) believes that social networks are the glue which hold different 
elements of media activities together, providing a key link for fans to talk amongst each other, share 
opinions, find out information on their favourite sporting codes and interact with athletes. The 
addition of social networking to the evolving internet-television sports experience has “personalised 
the flow of viewing sport in a way not previously seen” (Hutchins & Rowe, 2012, p. 76), providing 
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many new opportunities for audiences to discuss sport. Twitter has emerged in a synergistic 
relationship with live television, which enables fans to “connect with others in real time, and engage 
in a live, effectively unmediated, communal discussion of television programs” (Harrington, 2014, p. 
240). In terms of the uptake of Twitter in an Australian environment, Bruns (2012a) has mapped 
950,000 active users out of approximately two million total users. An attractive feature of Twitter is 
the ease in which users can ‘join the conversation’ on Twitter; once a hashtag is added to a user’s 
tweet, they instantly become part of a ‘many-to-many’ discussion.  Similarly, the characteristics of a 
tweet (short, sharp and to the point), make it a medium which suits the rapid pace of live television 
and enables a constant stream of sport content, greatly “intensifying and proliferating” the amount of 
sport media content available to the public (Hutchins, 2010, p. 239). 
  O’Shea and Alonso (2011) completed an exploratory study interviewing four high-
level executives in the NRL (National Rugby League) and A-League (soccer) codes, providing insight 
to their current promotional activities. They found that sports executives are now embracing the 
popularity of social media platforms, utilising them as a valuable market tool to “rapidly disseminate 
content” (O’Shea & Alonso, 2011, p. 205), get the brand ‘out there’ and draw users in (Hutchins & 
Rowe, 2012, p. 73). In another study, Bruns, Weller and Harrington (2014) discuss the use of Twitter 
by the clubs and fans of elite soccer competitions in Australia, Germany and England, and provide 
significant insights into the presence, tweeting styles and fan responses to different clubs on Twitter. 
They discovered that clubs from the A-League were successfully using the social network of Twitter 
to “engage and enlist fans in the campaign to build a sustainable base for football in Australia” 
(Bruns, Weller & Harrington, 2014, p. 270). The A-League utilised the social media platform of 
Twitter, by providing hashtags and other activities, “with many levels of the sport attempting to 
leverage the social network’s possibilities for the promotion of the A-League to a larger audience” 
(Bruns, Weller & Harrington, 2014, p. 278).  
The rise of new media, which has enabled an avenue for greater media participation for 
passionate sports fans, combined with the relationship emerging between Twitter and television, 
indicates that sports teams may benefit greatly from using social media. Although it is clear that 
women’s sport does not receive a large amount of traditional media attention, it has been discovered 
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that despite this disparity, the “tone and content of reports on female athletes and female sport have 
markedly improved” (ASC, 2009, p. v). Similarly, in New Zealand, netball has grown to become “the 
most covered women’s sport” and has consistently ranked in the top twenty most watched national 
television programmes (Bruce, 2008, p. 61). These gradual improvements in the coverage of women’s 
sport, and specifically netball, indicate that the use of social media platforms may be able to 
accelerate its growth into mainstream media.  Previous digital platforms have not emphasised the 
social and dramatic nature of sports in such a way as Twitter does, while simultaneously empowering 
fans to engage in public and easily accessible conversation. Though television will always play an 
important role in broadcasting, the rethinking of a traditional broadcast to include social media allows 
for a mutual relationship between these two platforms to emerge. The presence of social media 
content throughout a television broadcast directs the live audience to social media platforms, while 
high levels of activity on social media provides evidence of fan participation and demand for the 
broadcast. 
Methodology 
The methodology used to understand the current use of Twitter by the ANZ Championship is a three-
tier method suggested by Bruns (2012b), involving identification, capture and analysis. 
  Identification - Game specific hashtags were collected from Round 4, Round 8 and 
the Finals series of the season. Hashtag data collection was identified for these periods to provide a 
snapshot and comparison of activity occurring during the beginning, middle and end of the season. 
These hashtags were provided and promoted by the ANZ Championship, and enabled users to link 
discussions of each game as it was in progress. 
Regular Rounds:  #THUvFEV, #PULvSTE, #TACvMYS, #SWIvFIR, #TACvFIR, #SWIvVIX, 
   #FEVvTHU, #MYSvSTE, #MAGvPUL 
Finals:   #THUvVIX, #MAGvFIR, #VIXvFIR, #THUvFIR 
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Activity to and from each teams official account, as well as the overall ANZ Championship account, 
was also collected. This included any posts made by the team, as well as posts made by other users 
that mentioned the team account. 
Team Accounts: @AdelaideTBirds, @MelbourneVixens, @HaierPulse, @theNSWSwifts, 
   @TactixNetball, @TheFirebirds, @SteelNetball, @WestCoastFever,  
   @MagicNetball, @northernmystics 
League Account: @ANZChamps 
  Capture – To collect and capture Twitter data the online tool yourTwapperkeeper was 
utilised; an open source program which “constitutes a straightforward solution to capturing Twitter 
data for hashtags and keywords” (Bruns & Stieglitz, 2013, p. 93). Data was collected from January 
25, 2013 to July 25, 2013, which allowed for the build-up to the season to be captured, as well as an 
appropriate period for the attention to die down after the Grand Final match.  Unfortunately, there was 
an error with the data capture of the Northern Mystics handle (@northernmystics) and an analysis of 
Twitter activity was not performed for this team. There was also an issue with capture for the period 
from June 12 to 29 (likely due to issues with yourTwapperkeeper), however there were no game-
specific hashtags identified for this time, so tweets are only missing to and from team accounts. As 
this was a uniform exclusion for all teams, it does not impact greatly on the results of the project.  
  Analysis – Information gathered from Twitter contains both quantitative and 
qualitative data for analysis, which enables extensive insights into Twitter communication patterns 
surrounding the ANZ Championship.  In this study, both the ‘audience’ (those who are participating 
in the conversation on Twitter), and the content they create, has been examined to yield insights into 
the themes associated with social media communication around the ANZ Championship. Key 
quantitative metrics (taken from Bruns & Stieglitz, 2012, p. 166) used in the analysis of data include: 
• The number of tweets in the data set. 
• The number of unique users contributing to the data set. 
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• The percentage of original tweets in the data set (i.e., tweets that are neither @replies nor 
retweets). 
• The percentage of genuine @replies in the data set (i.e., @replies that are not retweets). 
• The percentage of retweets in the data set. 
• The percentage of tweets in the data set that contain URLs. 
It is also useful to deconstruct the type of users tweeting within the hashtag or keyword dataset – 
which can be classified in three categories: 
• The top 1% of most active lead users. 
• The next 9% of still highly active users. 
• The remaining 90% of least active users. 
In combination with this quantitative approach, there has also been an analysis of the content of 
particular tweets, specifically within game specific hashtag data. The content of different types of 
tweets (retweets, @replies, URLs and tweets within game specific hashtags) demonstrates what users 
were discussing at a particular moment in time, and reveals the most popular content or topics in 
Twitter conversations.   
Findings 
 The findings presented in this research have been approached from two perspectives. Firstly, 
a promotional approach has been adopted, which assesses the implementation of Twitter as a more 
traditional promotional platform by each team and the ANZ Championship league as a whole, and 
secondly, from a community approach, which assesses the formation of fan communities on Twitter. 
 
FIGURE 1, 2 AND 3 ABOUT HERE  
 
  Figure 1, 2 and 3 display the total tweeting activity across the season for all teams, 
including both the tweets they posted and the tweets they were mentioned in. Higher levels of activity, 
for all teams, were present on game days, with the greatest number of tweets corresponding to 
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important matches (such as finals) or matches with an unexpected result or controversy. This 
especially evident in the West Coast Fever dataset, as their controversial and history making win over 
reigning premiers Waikato/Bay of Plenty Magic was the highest spike (526 tweets on that day) seen 
throughout the regular rounds of the season.  
 
Team tweeting styles 
This section provides an analysis of the tweets posted by each team on their official account. Table 1 
provides a breakdown of these tweets and sorts total tweeting output into categories of original tweets, 
@replies, retweets and tweets containing URLs. This provides an insight into how each team is 
engaging with fans; there may be direct conversations (@replies), the promotion of existing content 
(tweets with URLS), tweets contributing original information (original tweets) or the reproduction of 
tweets posted by someone else (retweets). 
TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
  Total number of tweets – In terms of volume, the Firebirds, Vixens and Fever were 
the most active teams on Twitter, making up 21%, 17% and 16% of all team tweets respectively. 
Apart from the Steel (13% of all teams tweets), teams from New Zealand fare poorly, with the Pulse 
(4%), Tactix (3%) and Magic (1%) only contributing a combined 8% of all teams tweets. This 
highlights a lack of activity and attempt to make full use of this platform by teams from New Zealand.  
  URLs – The relatively low level of URLs indicate that most teams are using Twitter 
not only to link to other content, but are producing original content via this platform. All teams (apart 
from the WBOP Magic and Mainland Tactix), had less than 50% of their total tweets containing 
URLs. For the Tactix, 70% of all tweets posted they posted contained URLS, of which 93% (141 out 
of 152) of these were links to their Facebook page. This indicates that they were reproducing content 
on Twitter, rather than varying their communication input on this social media platform. The 
reposting of content which is already available on other social media sites does not add to a fans 
experience or knowledge of the team, and provides little motivation for these fans to seek out a team’s 
Twitter account. 
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  Original tweets, @replies and retweets – Original tweets were the most frequently 
posted type of tweet by all teams, followed by retweets and @replies. This shows that most teams are 
using Twitter to create and post new content, ensuring it is an outlet where fans can gain information 
that is not otherwise available, and enhance their transmedia sport experience. There is a higher 
percentage of retweets than @replies from all teams except the Steel, Swifts and Pulse, which 
illustrates that teams are reposting messages from others users more than they are directly responding 
to them. While this type of interaction does not allow for direct conversation between fans and teams, 
it still enables fans to connect with the team, as their contribution and input to the conversation is 
being acknowledged.  
  The Swifts and Pulse had the highest percentage of @replies sent from the team 
accounts, with 48% and 44% of their total tweets mentioning another account, while the ANZ 
Championship account also had a high 54% of @replies. Direct @replies between official and 
unofficial users add another layer to a fan’s experience of the sport, as they are able to easily contact 
and communicate with teams and players, which cannot occur on other media platforms. However, it 
was found that fans were attempting to engage in direct conversation more frequently than teams were 
responding, as in all cases, teams received significantly more @replies than they sent.  This indicates 
that teams are not taking full advantage of the multi-directional communication opportunities offered 
by this platform (or do not have the resources available to do so), but are engaging more traditional 
top-down communication with fans. If teams were to put more effort into directly replying or 
commenting on things fans are discussing, they may greatly enhance the use of Twitter as part of the 
transmedia sport experience. 
  An examination of total Twitter activity over the season compared to each team’s 
final placing in the championship revealed that there was a general correlation between these two 
factors. The only exception to this was the WBOP Magic, who placed fourth but had the second 
lowest levels of Twitter activity. The Magic only posted two tweets throughout the entire season, 
suggesting that the lack of overall activity is due to a lack of posts by the team itself. Similarly, when 
figures for all teams’ total number of posts and total number of mentions were analysed, it was 
discovered that there was a correlation between teams that tweet often and teams that receive the most 
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@mentions. The Central Pulse and NSW Swifts were notable exceptions – though both of these teams 
experienced an out of the ordinary season which may be the reason for the higher number of 
mentions. This suggests that unless a team is already generating interest through uncommon results or 
an unconventional season, the number of tweets posted by a team will result in a higher level of 
mentions by fans. As a result of this, middle-tiered and predictable teams in terms of performance 
(whether good or bad) would benefit from posting more frequently on Twitter, to increase fan 
participation and social media presence of the team. 
  At this point in analysis the mutual importance of a team’s social media presence as 
well as the traditional broadcast coverage is emerging. On the one hand, spikes in activity over the 
season show the reliance on traditional broadcast to spark discussion on Twitter, as many key talking 
points stem from broadcast games. On the other hand, elements of the sport itself (such as the 
performance and success of a team), as well as each teams efforts to post frequently on Twitter, also 
influence the volume of tweets each team receives. Primarily, ANZ Championship teams are using 
Twitter as a promotional platform, posting new content and encouraging conversation around the 
sport, but not being engaged directly in that conversation. This is evidenced as the ANZ 
Championship and the teams involved (aside from the Magic who had almost non-existent Twitter 
use), are frequently posting new content and original tweets, though direct engagement through 
@replies was more limited. This is beneficial in the traditional sense, as it is proof of an existing 
audience, which is attractive to traditional media outlets. However, to begin to push the boundaries of 
the influence that traditional media has over sports fandom, a closer relationship with fans may be 
necessary. 
  Australian teams had significantly more activity on Twitter than New Zealand teams, 
which can be attributed to a number of factors. The data presented clearly shows that New Zealand 
teams do not tweet as much as their Australian counterparts, and the lack of posts does not encourage 
fans to ‘join the conversation,’ or to gain anything from using Twitter as part of a transmedia sport 
experience. Another factor is the context in which each team operates, specifically that netball in New 
Zealand gains more mainstream media attention than in Australia (Bruce, 2008). Therefore, New 
Zealand teams do not need to rely on social media tools as greatly as Australian teams do, potentially 
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causing them to overlook the benefits and increased publicity that can come from frequent use of 
social media. This finding shares resemblance to those found in Bruns, Weller and Harrington’s 
(2014) comparison of the English Premier League (EPL), German Bundesliga and the Australian A-
League. The EPL and Bundesliga are both “extremely well established football leagues” (2014, p. 
285), yet across the teams involved in these competitions, there is no consistent approach to using 
Twitter. Conversely, clubs involved with the A-League (a competition which must complete with 
three other, more mainstream sports in Australia –Rugby League, Australian Rules Football and 
Rugby Union), have used the platform consistently to build a prominent Twitter presence, engage 
with fans and promote the sport (Bruns, Weller & Harrington, 2014, p. 270). This example 
demonstrates that sports which are marginalised in mainstream media are more likely to take 
advantage of the opportunities presented by social media platforms. If teams from New Zealand 
maintain a level of consistent activity similar to the Australian teams, the Twitter presence of the ANZ 
Championship as a whole will grow stronger. 
Fan to fan interaction around team accounts  
This analysis removes all posts from the team and league accounts, to gain a greater insight 
into the fan-led activity on Twitter. While Table 1 shows a tweeting style breakdown for tweets 
posted by each team, Table 2 (below) displays this same breakdown but by other users who have 
posted a tweet mentioning the team account. 
 
TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE  
 
There is a high level of genuine @replies present in this data (a direct reply to another tweet), 
which signifies that there is engagement between users on Twitter (Bruns & Burgess, 2012, p. 164). 
However, when @replies are filtered to exclude communication to or from users that are associated 
with a team or the competition in some way (e.g. current or past players, media presenters, other 
sports teams and news outlets), the level of @replies between these users decreases significantly – by 
an average of 89% per team. Over all teams, there was found to be 716 fan users (with no official 
relation to the team) that participated in two-way conversation (via @replies) with an official team 
account. This is a relatively small number considering the ANZ Championship account has over 8,000 
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followers. Of these users, 21% (149 out of 716) contributed to conversation around more than one 
team, suggesting that there is not a large amount of conversation being linked across teams. There is a 
significant portion of tweeting activity coming from players and other official users associated with 
the competition, which should be further encouraged by each team to increase visibility. As these 
users are mentioning the account in their tweets, they may be able to direct their followers to the 
official team account, potentially increasing their follower numbers and scope for higher levels of 
activity. This is especially true for media users (rather than players), such as Fox Sports, Sky Sport, 
SBS or other news outlets, as many of their followers would not be already following the ANZ 
Championship.  
Although this @reply analysis signifies that fans are not engaged in direct, two-way 
conversation with the teams, there is a much higher participation rate for overall Twitter activity. 
Throughout the season, there were 5,031 unique users tweeting about the ANZ Championship, either 
in the form of original tweets mentioning one of the team accounts, retweets or @replies directly to a 
team. When these users were once again filtered to exclude any other official accounts, there was still 
a relatively healthy fan base of 4,684 unique users. However, there is still scope for much greater 
engagement, considering that just under 240,000 fans attended ANZ Championship games in 2012, 
and 19% of these fans now follow the competition on Facebook. Based on this analysis, it is clear that 
there are the beginnings of genuine fan communities surrounding the ANZ Championship on Twitter, 
though they are relatively small, potentially too small to make a significant impact on the views of 
traditional broadcasters of the sport. 
Game Specific Hashtags 
 
  The second screen experience that Twitter provides alongside the live television 
broadcast of ANZ Championship games is aptly captured in game specific hashtags. 
 
FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE  
 
FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE  
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  Overall, hashtag activity is low, except for finals matches. Even activity in these 
games does not compare to the type of activity surrounding major games from other popular codes in 
Australia (NRL and Australian Football League (AFL) games often attract well over 100 tweets per 
minute). As discussed by Bruns and Stieglitz (2012, p. 177), sport event related hashtags have been 
found to characterise the practise of ‘audiencing,’ where a large amount of users all contribute 
original tweets that make comments on the event as it is in progress – “talking back at the live event 
with thousands of other viewers” (Bruns & Stieglitz, 2012, p. 177). Hashtags in this study support this 
theory, as the majority of tweets were original tweets or @replies, indicating that users were 
contributing original content, and mentioning or replying to others in the hashtagged discussion. 
There was a large jump in users from regular rounds to finals, as no games in Round 4 or 8 attracted 
over 70 unique users, while each finals match had over 100 different people contributing to hashtag 
activity (ranging from 131 to 337 as the finals progressed).  
  Though finals games have clearly attracted more activity than those in the regular 
rounds, there are similar peak periods of activity in each game. People are tweeting frequently in 
breaks from game play, such as the time between quarters and injury time outs as these breaks give 
users an ideal time to post updates from the play that has just occurred. This is similar to patterns that 
have been discovered in analysis of the NRL and AFL 2013 Grand Finals, with “clear spikes for the 
match beginning and the end of each quarter in the AFL, and spikes around the start, half-time and the 
full-time whistle in the NRL final” (Woodford, 2013). As higher levels of participation have been 
identified as occurring during breaks in play, they can be easily integrated into the live broadcast 
(tweet content can be shown during breaks and the live audience encouraged to participate), at the 
benefit of increasing activity within game hashtags. In fact, Twitter is now incorporated into the 
broadcast of 2014 ANZ Championship games, with game specific hashtags shown on screen, as well 
as some tweets from fans. Game hashtags were only introduced in the 2013 season, so it is a relatively 
new concept to be trialled by the ANZ Championship, still in the process of being widely adopted by 
other users. Though the levels of activity are not particularly high when compared with other sporting 
events, the moderate uptake of these hashtags by fans suggests that they will become more popular as 
they are used throughout seasons to come.  
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A breakdown of user percentiles in game specific hashtags revealed that the top user for each 
game was an official account (either one of teams involved in the game, the ANZ Championship 
account or the competitions live scoring account). In most cases these users posted a significant 
amount of tweets using the hashtag, contributing between 19% (#TACvMYS) and 58% (#FEVvTHU) 
of total tweets for each hashtag. Although the team and league accounts were quite dominant in game 
specific hashtag activity, fans were still, in most cases, contributing a greater amount of collective 
activity (on average 63% of activity per game). It was found that a large proportion of these users (the 
least active 90%) were retweeting frequently throughout each game, rather than posting original 
tweets or @replies. The highest amount of original tweets in a game hashtag for the lower 90% of 
users was 110 for the #THUvFIR Grand Final. This game also had a high number of @replies (155), 
but still retweets were the most used tweet type by the least active 90% of users (199). Over all 
thirteen game hashtags, the moderately active 9% of users contributed most frequently via original 
tweets in six games, and via @replies in the other six (#MYSvSTE not included as activity was too 
low). This trend continued throughout the 1% most active user percentile, with six games featuring a 
majority of original tweets, and seven games with a majority of @replies.  
Conclusion 
  Though not all ANZ Championship teams utilised Twitter effectively, the relative 
popularity of finals game hashtags, as well as high levels of activity surrounding the Queensland 
Firebirds, Adelaide Thunderbirds and Melbourne Vixens team accounts, shows that an audience is out 
there (though a small one compared to the cumulative 10 million people who watched netball 
coverage in Australia and New Zealand in 2012), and are beginning to engage with the sport on 
Twitter. The preliminary findings regarding game specific hashtags, such as activity peaks in breaks 
in play and the dominance of official users, would benefit from more research being completed in 
future ANZ Championship seasons, as the level of activity in some hashtags was quite low.  
When ANZ Championship Twitter activity is compared with other codes in Australia, such as 
the NRL, AFL and A-League, it becomes clear that netball is not at the same level, though there are 
promising signs for the future. To compare netball to soccer in Australia, throughout the ANZ 
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Championship Grand Final week, the Adelaide Thunderbirds and Queensland Firebirds received a 
combined 2,056 mentions (not including 1,497 retweets). This was approximately 3,000 less than the 
mentions of both teams in the 2011/12 A-League Grand Final week. Over the next year, the Twitter 
presence of the A-League grew, resulting in a significant increase in activity over finals for the 
following 2012/13 season, to a combined total of 12,000 mentions during the same period (Bruns, 
2013). On Facebook, the ANZ Championship has a total of 44,907 fans, compared with the A-
League’s 62,221 (October, 2013) and this suggests that the competition does have the fan numbers to 
succeed and grow on Twitter as the A-League has. Similarly, since the data for this report was 
collected, there have been  indications of growth of the ANZ Championship fan base on Twitter, with 
followers of the ANZ Championship account growing from 8,208 to 11,258 (May, 2014). Similarly, 
all teams have had an increase in followers since the 2013 season finished, by an average of 33% per 
team. Additional research would need to be conducted to determine the exact nature and rate of 
growth in this time, but this is a positive initial sign. Further research in all areas studied in this 
project would expand the scope and implications of key findings. 
  It is clear that traditional broadcast and old media still plays a significant role in 
connecting sports fans to the ANZ Championship, though it is now enhanced by new media platforms. 
The findings in this paper demonstrate a complementary relationship, as a large amount of 
conversation on Twitter stems from fans watching the broadcast game, yet there are also the 
beginnings of fan community formation on Twitter. The activity that was captured throughout this 
research illustrates that a number of fans (approximately 4,684) have engaged in some way with a 
team on Twitter, and are participating in a transmedia sport experience. Throughout the 2014 season, 
television broadcasts of ANZ Championship games have begun to include promotion of their social 
media platforms. This includes encouragement to ‘join the conversation’ on Twitter using a game 
specific hashtag or the #ANZC2014 hashtag, the on-screen display of tweets posted by fans, as well 
as presenters discussing a question asked on Facebook before the game, then reading out fan 
responses in the half-time break. This suggests that broadcasters are now aware of activity 
surrounding the ANZ Championship on Twitter, and they are included to provide an element of 
engagement to the live broadcast. If the ANZ Championship community on Twitter can continue to 
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grow, and reach numbers similar to other popular codes in Australia, old media outlets may give more 
weight to the importance of providing fans with netball content. It appears that the ANZ 
Championship is still in the beginning phases of building a following and strong community on 
Twitter, but the first steps have been taken. The growth of the A-League on Twitter has evidenced that 
time, persistence and frequent use of new media platforms can build a strong following for sports that 
are underappreciated in old media. This can be applied to the ANZ Championship, if they continue to 
make use of social media platforms, and attract new followers each season. As the social media 
presence of the ANZ Championship continues to grow, it might, in the long run, begin to get some 
more of the mainstream media attention it clearly deserves. 
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Figure 1 - Twitter activity for Australian teams throughout the 2013 regular season 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 - Twitter activity for New Zealand teams throughout the 2013 regular season 
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Figure 3 - Twitter activity for teams playing in the Finals series of the 2013 season 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 - Twitter activity using #SWIvFIR (Round 4) over the duration of the game 
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Figure 5 - Twitter activity using #THUvFIR (Grand Final) over the duration of the game 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1 – Breakdown of tweeting styles by each team (includes only tweets sent by the team) 
Team Total 
number of 
tweets 
Original 
tweets1 
@replies1 Retweets1 Tweets 
containing 
URLs1 
Queensland 
Firebirds 
1,376 605 (44%) 138 (10%) 633 (46%) 289 (21%)
Melbourne 
Vixens 
1,137 603 (53%) 262 (23%) 273 (24%) 269 (26%)
West Coast 
Fever 
1,034 238 (23%) 290 (28%) 507 (49%) 248 (24%)
Adelaide 
Thunderbirds 
880 818 (93%) 55 (4%) 26 (3%) 317 (36%)
Southern Steel 859 464 (54%) 232 (27%) 163 (19%) 378 (44%)
NSW Swifts 800 248 (31%) 384 (48%) 168 (21%) 384 (48%)
Central Pulse 233 65 (28%) 103 (44%) 65 (28%) 77 (33%)
Mainland 206 204 (99%) 0 (0%) 2 (1%) 144 (70%)
                                                            
1 Percentage of total number of tweets from that account in brackets 
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Tactix 
WBOP Magic 2 2 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (100%)
ANZ 
Championship 
1,669 200 (12%) 901 (54%) 567 (34%) 851 (51%)
 
 
Table 2 - Breakdown of tweeting styles by unofficial users (not including any posts by the team and 
league accounts) 
Team Total 
Tweets 
Unique 
users 
Original 
tweets 2 
@replies 2 Retweets 2 URLs  2 
Queensland 
Firebirds 
4,927 1,286 22 (1%) 3,173 (64%) 1,732 
(35%) 
869 (18%)
Adelaide 
Thunderbirds 
4,527 1,474 83 (2%) 2,677 (59%) 1,767 
(39%) 
897 (20%)
Melbourne 
Vixens 
3,816 1,279 29 (1%) 2,298 (60%) 1,489 
(39%) 
941 (25%)
West Coast 
Fever 
2,827 761 48 (2%) 1,757 (62%) 1,022 
(36%) 
668 (24%)
NSW Swifts 2,211 689 1 
(0.05%)
1,221 
(55.22%)
989 
(44.73%) 
551 (25%)
Central Pulse 1,622 510 18 (1%) 1,029 (63%) 575 (35%) 258 (16%)
Southern Steel 758 278 0 (0%) 502 (66%) 256 (34%) 190 (25%)
WBOP Magic 691 324 3 (0.4%) 357 (51.7%) 331 
(47.9%) 
121 (18%)
Mainland Tactix 511 220 0 (0%) 327 (64%) 184 (36%) 106 (21%)
ANZ 
Championship 
7,179 2,099 356 (5%) 3969 (55%) 2854 (40%) 1518 
(21%)
 
 
                                                            
2 Percentage of total tweets in brackets 
